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ABSTRACT 
During learner-centered discussions, one arguable expectation is that participants build and 
develop ideas conceived in preceding preparation tasks. However, given the interactive and 
dynamic nature of lively discussions, students may occasionally fail to adequately implement or 
realize these developments in the allotted time. The teachers may therefore instill upon the 
learners these targets before each discussion activity commences by forming preparation tasks 
that give the learners the best possible opportunities to retain, repeat and develop their ideas in 
freer and collaborative settings. 
 This paper will reflect on the findings of a semester-long observation that was conducted 
to assess various types of preparation tasks that were aimed at reinforcing learner retention and 
repetition of ideas during discussion tasks. Although this current study serves only as the first 
steps towards a more expansive enquiry, it is hoped that these initial task observations inform 
further studies in the area.  
 
INTRODUCTION 
A great amount of methodology within the communicative language teaching paradigm has 
focused on the use of ‘tasks’ as an essential component of each lesson. As a result, research into 
the use and development of tasks is extensive and broad, often focusing on the various task 
effects on learners’ second language output. Detailed definitions of tasks have been established 
over the years; however one starting point would be to consider the distinction between real 
world tasks and pedagogical tasks. While real world tasks reflect the type of exchanges that 
would take place in a shop transaction for example, pedagogical tasks, for Nunan (2004) are said 
to be “a piece of classroom work that involves the learner in comprehending, manipulating, 
producing or interacting in the target language while their attention is focused on mobilizing 
their grammatical knowledge in order to express meaning” (p.2). In relation to lesson planning 
and in consideration of learning and communicative outcomes, tasks have come to be 
increasingly used as a way to facilitate this process, with Ellis (2003) noting that tasks can either 
be “unfocussed” or “focused.” In an unfocussed approach, “no attempt is made to design the task 
to ‘trap’ learners into using a specific linguistic feature (p.65). While a focused task on the other 
hand “aims to induce learners to process, receptively or productively, a predetermined linguistic 
feature” (p.65). Estaire and Zanon (2004) equate such activities as ‘communication’ or ‘enabling’ 
tasks, with the former focusing on the interaction of meaning and the latter paying attention to 
linguistic input such as functional language and vocabulary for example. In choosing to 
sequence tasks, Ellis (2009a) believes there are three phases: a pre-task phase, a main task phase, 
and the post-task phase (p.224). Of interest to this essay is the pre-task phase in particular, which 
assumes the role of planning in such task supported language lessons. Pre-tasks can be said to be 
‘strategic,’ in that “planning what content to express and what language” is developed “without 
the opportunity to rehearse the complete task” (Ellis, 2009b, p.474). Tasks can emerge as 
monologic or interactive, with previous studies affirming the importance of note-taking 
(Crookes, 1989), repetition (Bygate 2001; Ahmadian 2012) and consciousness-raising (Willis, 
1996). Willis and Willis (2007) further define such note-taking preparation tasks as including 
sequencing, ranking and classifying, which “involve a certain amount of decision making, based 
on personal choice or opinions” (p.72). Bygate (2001) also made use of narrative 
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and interview task types repeatedly over an extended period to study to determine the 
participants’ oral production levels. Above all, these tasks should instill in the learners a sense of 
preparedness, which Skehan et al. (2012) provides salient principals for:  
 
• Preparedness as time to assemble what one is going to say; 
• Preparedness as having expressed similar thoughts before; 
• Preparedness as a repeated performance; 
• Preparedness as familiarity with information.  
  (p.174)  
 
 It has been argued by Skehan and Foster (1999) that preparation activities produce three 
aspects of language production amongst learners: fluency, accuracy, and complexity. A learner’s 
fluency can be said to improve when they can reproduce greater “lexicalized systems” in real 
time with palpable ease, while accuracy relates to the amount of “error avoidance” undertaken 
by the learners. Finally, complexity reflects the learners’ ability to “restructure, use advanced 
language and take risks” (p.96-97). Pertinent to this study is the focus on the level of learner 
complexity and fluency expressed, as a mixture of the two equates to the reproduction and 
advancement of ideas into the main task. Gass et al. (1999) also argued that language input in 
preparation tasks prompted heightened lexical richness amongst learners in the final 
performance task, recording that vocabulary introduced during pre-task stage continued to be 
recycled during the main task related to their study. Given the difference in language production 
displayed by learners, theoretical studies have questioned task characteristics and type in relation 
to learner performance. Skehan (2001) showed that particular task characteristics had an outward 
effect on learners’ accuracy, fluency and complexity skills. With his ‘Trade-off Hypothesis,’ 
Skehan noted that ‘familiarity of information’ provided no gains in accuracy or complexity, but 
showed slight gains in fluency. While the choice between making a task ‘dialogic’ or 
‘monologic’ impacted on both accuracy and complexity, but lowered fluency. Using a 
‘structured’ approach meant greater fluency, but little to no developments in learner accuracy or 
complexity. Skehan argues that attending to one area may take the attention away from others, 
and that ultimately a raised awareness in one area may detract from other areas.  
 This paper will assess the role that strategic preparation tasks take in reinforcing learner 
retention and repetition of ideas. Considering the previous studies mentioned, if learners can 
successfully recycle ideas developed or initiated during the pre-task stage, this is undoubtedly a 
guiding tenet of preparation tasks. It is has become apparent that some tasks are more successful 
than others in achieving these aims, while others have led the author to question why learner 
ideas were not retained during freer discussion tasks. This study will therefore attempt to record 
and measure ideas retention, by focusing on the task-type itself, considering leaner interactions 
within the task and the differing amounts of the control that are exercised. Keeping in mind 
Skehan’s hypothesis, functional language use amongst learners will also be observed to see if 
there is indeed any correlation between successful idea retention and functional language  usage 
in discussion activities. This study is reflective and informed principally by observations made 
by the writer in the position of a teacher with his learners. More formal enquires would be 
needed therefore in order to effectively test the underpinnings of this essay.  
 
DISCUSSION 
An arguable aspect of any English teaching professional is the ability to reflect, adapt and 
question what is taking place in the classroom, while taking active steps in responding to any 
critical occurrences. One way to do this is by keeping a teaching journal which Richards and 
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Farell (2005) believe can “serve as a source of discussion, reflection or evaluation” about 
“incidents, problems or insights” (p.68) from our classes. In choosing the best way to record data 
that sufficiently reflected perceived successes of certain preparation tasks on the learners’ 
retention of ideas during freer discussion activities, in-class observations were used to inform a 
semester-long journal. An observation model was developed to record the desired evidence 
outlined in the introduction to this essay. Wajnryb (1992) believes that successful learning takes 
place when learners are “engaged by the lesson,” through a combination of “the teacher, the 
materials, the tasks, the activities” (p.34). Wajnryb implemented these beliefs through her 
‘learner as doer’ (p.35) observational model that was used to gauge such effects. This model was 
adopted as the starting points to inform an observational tool that was to be used to record the 
outcomes of various preparation activity effects on content retention and potential functional 
language use (See Appendix). It must be noted that although this observation model allowed 
quantifiable data to be collected; namely the number of ideas that students were seen to have 
produced and repeated, this observation model also allowed the author to make judgments about 
functional language use. The four variables presented on the observation model resemble the 
grading rubric that unifies the program of which this study took place within. For example, ‘4’ 
reflects superior use, ‘3’ equates to a good use of the language, with ‘2’ and ‘1’ referring to an 
uneven or rare use of functional language used in discussions (Doe et al.,2013, p.17). 
 Observations were made over four weeks during one semester (weeks 8, 10, 11, and 12). 
Given the nature of each preparation task, observations were made across three learner levels 
(levels II, III, IV) to ensure that the preparation tasks trialed displayed efficacy across all English 
proficiencies. It was also decided that focusing on the preparation task preceding discussion one 
would provide a clearer focus, considering that the nature of preparation tasks for discussion two 
are partly informed by feedback from the first discussion. Finally, to maintain constant 
conditions in delivering the preparation activities, students were always reminded and 
encouraged to reuse their ideas again through verbal prompts on the completion of preparation 
activities, as well as being asked to recollect on the amount of ideas they had gained going into 
the discussion. As was mentioned in the introduction, the preparation activities that were used 
were adapted from Willis and Willis (2007), while considering Ellis’ (2009b) notions of 
strategic planning, as well the preparedness principals established by Skehan et al. (2012). The 
following sections of this essay will now detail the outcomes of each preparation task, together 
with brief discussions on the potential successes and/or shortcomings thereof.  
 As was described earlier, an observation model was used over four preparation task-types 
with a mixture of different learner levels. After each session ended, results were counted and 




Participants Average No. of 
Ideas 
Idea Replication Average Level of 
Function Use 
1 15 2.1 Yes:60% No:40% 2.7 
2 18 2.1 Yes:23% No:77% 2.9 
3 12 2 Yes:83% No:17% 3 
4 13 1.7 Yes:85% No:15% 3.1 
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Observation 1: 3-2-1 Fluency 
For this preparation activity, an approach commonly used to develop fluency was used for the 
dual purpose of developing learner ideas. The students were first presented with a series of 
choices; in this case learners decided their favorite types of Japanese popular culture. On making 
their choices, the learners then engaged in a ‘3-2-1’ fluency activity, informed and outlined by 
Nation (2001). This task had limited interaction and consisted of half of the room assuming the 
role of speakers, while the others simply listened and offered supportive verbal reactions. The 
learners had three chances to repeat their ideas, on each occasion the time was shortened. On 
completion of the activity, the teacher elicited from the learners how many ideas they had 
developed before moving on to the discussion.  
 The results indicated that uptake of retention was generally good amongst learners. More 
than half of the participants repeated one of their ideas, with the other students choosing to use a 
new idea, or respond to another student’s idea. Although idea retention was generally met here, 
function use appeared satisfactory at best, with some learners failing to use the target language 
previously introduced in the lesson. These results suggest that a combination of decision-making 
followed by a monologic reproduction of these choices helped learners to develop their ideas 
and successfully carry them through to the main-task discussion, but failed in implementing 
more interactive discussion functions that were momentarily sidelined for this preparation 
activity. 
 
Observation 2: Interview  
It was decided that the next preparation task would be made more interactive in response to the 
monologic nature of the previous task. Once again, students were initially given independent 
time to rank choices, with the topic concerning public manners. Students decided which manners 
such as using a phone on the train or eating in the street were okay, sometimes okay or never 
okay. Once the students had made their choices, partnerships were formed with one student 
tasked with being the interviewer and the other as the interviewee. For a limited amount of time, 
the interviewer could only ask questions about the interviewee’s ideas. Interviewers were told 
that they had to ask a mixture of questions, examples of which were modeled by the teacher, but 
that the questions were ultimately of their choice. This task was semi-controlled in that learners 
had to abide by their roles during interactions, reducing full communicative capacities.  
 Surprisingly, although the average number of ideas produced increased in the preparation 
task, very few were carried into the discussion and recycled. Learners generally used new ideas 
other than the topics talked about during their preparation interviews. Additionally, students 
were deliberately grouped with new students in the discussion and encouraged to repeat their 
ideas as per the conditions of this observational study. Compared to the previous preparation 
task, function use did increase during the discussions, and it was noted that functions such as 
asking about viewpoints, possibilities and the use of paraphrasing was both present in the 
preparation and present in the discussion task. It was also informally noted that some students 
even repeated the same interviewer questions but failed to repeat their own ideas. In summary, 
this task-type appeared to promote accuracy amongst learners in the shape of successful 
functional language repetition but failed in its attempts to encourage learners to repeat the ideas 
that were collaboratively developed in their interviews. Learners instead felt confident enough to 
talk about new ideas, previously selected during the ranking phase, thus showing complexity 
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Observation 3: Presentation 
For this preparation activity, learners were presented with a reduced amount of choice to rank 
and choose from, with each person’s prompts being unique from everyone else. Learners were 
asked one by one to give a two minute presentation about their ideas to group of 3-4 class 
members, with the topic being the same as the previous set of observations. After the two 
minutes had elapsed, each student in the group could ask questions to the presenter for a further 
two minutes to aid with the development of ideas. This process was repeated for all of the 
members. This activity was largely created as a compromise between the monologic nature of 
the fluency activity used initially for the first observation, and the use of questions from the 
second observation. On the completion of presentation rounds, half of the learners from each 
group changed to keep the dynamics fresh. On observing the subsequent discussions, the 
findings showed an increase in idea repetition from preparation to discussion performance.  As 
learners had less choice to choose from, most people reused what they had developed. It was 
also noted that learners gave extended ideas which often incorporated information that was 
initially instigated by the presentation group’s earlier questioning. It was also seen that this task-
type may have promoted a more even balance of ideas in the discussion, with most participants 
successfully producing their unique idea, before engaging in further questions.  
 
Observation 4: Statements  
In previous tasks, learners had either been speakers or listeners, interviewees or interviewers and 
also presenters. For this observation, it was decided that the learners would be given fewer 
conditions to work with and simply encouraged to interact about a series of topics presented to 
them on posters around the room. On reading each poster; with topic this time concerning 
various crimes, learners were encouraged to choose their own punishment for each example 
before interacting with one another. Learners were prompted to change posters when finished, 
however it was the responsibility of each group to only change if they felt it necessary.   
 Although it must be stressed that the discussion questions were written in a way to make 
explicit use of each of ideas detailed on the posters, learners still went ahead and actively 
repeated their orientations and feelings to each of the posters they were involved with in a 
confident manner. There were also marginal gains in the average number of function use from 
the previous task-type, which could be largely down to the freer and more interactive, dialogic 
nature of the preparation task. Conditions more closely reflected that of the final discussion task, 
therefore making it easier to replicate function use instances with the same ideas once again. 
This task type can be therefore seen as the most successful in terms of ideas repetition in that the 
task was less controlled, freer, with the learners allowed more of a chance to interact with the 
topic personally by classification using their own punishments related to each crime.  
 
CONCLUSION 
This observational study has attempted to provide an illustration of the results of various 
preparation task types on the learners’ replications and reuse of ideas. Various tasks were 
explored by the teacher, by carefully changing the conditions on each occasion. Although these 
observations serve as introductory and would require a more formal approach to data collection 
to make more conclusive judgments, the observation model implemented here suggests that 
altering conditions of preparation tasks may have some effects on learner output production. 
Conditions such as learner roles appeared to have reduced the repetition of ideas amongst 
learners, while activities that promoted repetition with timed conditions did have some positive 
effects. Preparation tasks that closely reflected the conditions of main task of freer discussion 
were seen to have had the strongest effect on the learners’ replication of ideas, with interaction 
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being wholly interactive, with fewer restrictions imposed by the teacher. Finally, although a 
degree of attention was paid to the relationship between the learners’ overall function use and 
ideas repetition, no distinct correlations could be made, with the differences remaining marginal 
throughout. Functional language use is formally recorded and tested using quantitative data 
collection methods as a standard on the related language program (Doe, 2012), however this 
observation made use of casual teacher judgments instead. It can be argued therefore that this 
was a limitation to this study.  
 Moving forward, several directions from this study could now be taken. On a day-to-day 
pedagogical level, the writer will think more closely about the tasks that he chooses to use in 
preparing students for discussions, with idea repetition remaining as a successful factor and 
indicator of learner preparedness. Further studies may also make use of recording software to 
more accurately track idea repetition and development, allowing for a closer analysis on 
syntactical and lexical repetitions. Studies around awareness-raising with regards to assessing 
the learners’ knowledge about each stage of the lesson could also inform another direction that 
this study could take. Above all, this study has attempted to reveal that preparation tasks need to 
be chosen carefully, with conditions, roles and interactivity producing varying outcomes in 
achieving idea repetition in discussions.  
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